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Abstract
This paper uses Hirschman’s (1970) concept of exercising voice to examine how
educators in the U.S. public education system speak to their colleagues about racially oppressive
beliefs and practices. Limited research exists that examines the experiences of educators who
exercise voice to challenge and engage coworkers and supervisors around issues of racism in
their schools. Using data from semi-structured interviews with 25 educators and a flexible coding
approach (Deterding & Waters, 2018), the authors found that participants described using
cautious, covert, and indirect approaches with their White colleagues to increase the likelihood
that their messages would be received and to decrease the personal and professional
consequences they might face for openly challenging their colleagues’ racist beliefs or actions.
This cautious approach serves to reinforce the dominance of Whiteness and White fragility
(DiAngelo, 2018) in the context of anti-oppressive practice. Examples of an alternative to a
cautious approach are presented and recommendations are made for future research and teacher
education.

Key Words: anti-racist discourse; anti-oppressive practice; discourse in education;
exercising voice
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Introduction
The pursuit of educational equity and justice is frequently hampered by the multiple
forms of oppression that operate within the K-12 U.S. education system, including homophobia,
sexism, classism, ableism, and religious intolerance. However, racism and racial injustice, in
particular, have been central elements of the structures, policies, and practices in the U.S. public
education system since its inception (Kohli, Pizarro, & Nevárez, 2017; Spring, 1994).
Researchers have identified the role that race and racism play in the development,
implementation, and outcomes of standardized testing systems (Au, 2016), special education
identification (Ferri & Connor, 2005), and disciplinary practices (Skiba et al., 2011). The
influence and persistence of racism in the context of K-12 education suggests a particularly
critical need for educators committed to educational justice to confront and change beliefs,
practices, and policies that perpetrate racial oppression. Although oppression in K-12 education
is systemic and structural, it is through the actions and discourses of individuals that systems and
structures are enacted. Thus, although no individual educator can dismantle racism in the
education system by themselves, the actions of individual educators play a central role in
educational justice. As the Black feminist author Adrienne Maree Brown (2017) explains “what
we practice at the small scale sets the patterns for the whole system . . . This doesn’t mean to get
lost in the self but rather to see our own lives and work and relationships as a front line, a first
place we practice justice” (p. 53, emphasis original).
Exit & Voice
One of the “first places” that educators can confront racial oppression in their individual
schools is by exercising their “voice” (Hirschman, 1970). In his classic work, Exit, Voice, and
Loyalty, the late economist Albert Hirschman (1970) identified the two main responses that
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members of organizations use when they believe an organization or its leaders are acting in ways
that they oppose. The first option is “exit” — leaving the organization. The second option is
“voice” — speaking out about their concerns in an attempt to create positive change. An
individual’s choice to exercise voice, rather than exit an organization, depends on their level of
loyalty to the organization and whether or not they believe that their voice has a good chance of
leading to positive change (Hirschman, 1970).
Applying Hirschman’s theory to the education context, philosopher Meira Levinson
(2015) has argued that educators are well-positioned to exercise voice in order to address
oppression and promote social justice in their schools. Many educators are committed to their
professional identities and quite loyal, if not to their individual schools, then to their students
(Levinson, 2015). Additionally, educators have a deep personal knowledge of the challenges and
injustices that exist in the education context (Levinson, 2015). By drawing attention to the
injustices that their students experience, exercising voice is a way for educators to challenge the
racial status quo, promote anti-oppressive practices, and retain their professional integrity while
working in a frequently unjust and inequitable system.
Since its publication 50 years ago, Hirschman’s (1970) seminal work has been heavily
referenced in research in the areas of economics, political science, and organizational theory and
management (a recent Google Scholar search produced 26,149 citations). However, Hirschman’s
framework has had more limited application within the field of education. Education researchers
have primarily examined how exit and voice apply to the issue of school choice. Studies have
considered what factors influence parents to use exit or voice within the context of struggling
urban public schools in the U.S. (Matland, 1995) and historically Black schools in South Africa
(Msila, 2005), how parents’ attitudes towards various school choice systems can be understood
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via Hirschman’s (1970) framework, (Ogawa & Dutton, 1997), and how public versus private exit
options affect parental choices and student outcomes (Drew, Bernadelli, & Kortt, 2019). In
addition to focusing predominantly on the issue of school choice and parents as customers, many
studies in the education literature that have employed Hirschman’s (1970) framework focus more
on the exit option than the voice option (e.g. Bukhari & Randall, 2009; Drew, Bernadelli, &
Kortt, 2019). Researchers have focused more on how and why parents leave schools, rather than
how and why parents exercise voice to change their schools.
Exercising Voice as Engaging in Discourse
In Hirschman (1970) and Levinson’s (2015) writings on exercising voice, the concept of
“voice” refers to any actions that directly challenge or attempt to change an organization’s
practices. These actions could include letters, collective petitions, protests, position papers,
speeches, etc. (Hirschman, 1970; Levinson, 2015). However, the concept of “voice” can be
applied more literally as spoken discourse. The critical discourse analyst, James Paul Gee (2014),
refers to discourse as “language-in-use.” In this sense, exercising voice refers to using language
in dialogue and discussions with others in the organization to challenge existing beliefs and
practices.
Research on how educators engage in discourse to directly confront racist practices and
policies in their schools is limited. The majority of the literature focuses on how educators talk
about race and racism in general, not specifically how they challenge racial categories and
hierarchies. For example, in her seminal work, Colormute, Mica Pollock (2004) found that
students, educators, and parents in racially diverse high school in California not only avoided
discourse around racism, but also avoided speech that directly related to race itself. In her
ethnographic study of two middle schools in Utah, Castagno (2008) found many examples of
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educator silence or complicity when confronted with racist discourse from students. When a
group of students included racist jokes in a class skit, one teacher laughed along. When students
of color directly challenged another student’s racist language, a teacher remained silent.
Some studies have examined how educators address race and racism in the context of
curriculum. Priest and colleagues (2016) found that elementary teachers were more likely to
discuss more neutral concepts like, “cultural diversity” and much less likely to directly tackle
racism and its oppressive impacts, even when they were teaching content that had obvious racial
implications, such as colonialism. Thomas (2015) examined how two experienced English
teachers, one Black and one White, navigated discussions of race related to literature in their
English classes. Although experienced teachers, both struggled with how to engage students in
an honest and deep conversation about racism and its implications. When students responded
with silence to a question directly addressing racism in the text, the teachers often redirected the
conversation rather than interrogate the silence and guide the students into a deeper discussion.
In their review of 186 U.S.-focused research studies in which racism was a central
concept of inquiry within the K-12 context, Kohli and colleagues (2017) found only 45 that
focused specifically on confronting racism. Among these 45 studies, the authors identified two
main categories of research: 1) research that examines curriculum and pedagogy that develops
K-12 students’ racial literacy; 2) research that focuses on resistance and resilience of Students of
Color to racism in K-12 schools. Although both categories represent important activities in
combating racism and its effects, neither of them specifically addresses how educators exercise
voice and engage in discourse to directly challenge the racial injustice they encounter in their
school communities.
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The lack of empirical research on how and when educators engage in discourse to
directly challenge racial oppression in their school communities is somewhat surprising, given
the popularity of educational equity consultants, such as Glenn Singleton of the Pacific
Education Group (PEG), Darnisa Amante-Jackson of the Disruptive Equity Education Project,
and Robin DiAngelo, who conduct trainings focused on helping educators identify and dismantle
sources of racial oppression in their schools. Given the interest in anti-racist and anti-oppressive
discourse in many school districts, it would seem important to examine the experiences of
educators who actively engage in such work. This paper presents an initial exploration of this
crucial topic by addressing the following question: How do K-12 educators exercise voice with
their colleagues and supervisors to challenge racially oppressive ideologies and practices in their
schools?
Methods
University IRB approval was gained prior to beginning the research project. Data was
collected between November 2016 and January 2018. Specific information related to sampling,
participants, and data collection, and analysis methods is presented below.
Sampling and Participants
There were three inclusion criteria to participate in the study. Participants needed to be:
1) adults, 2) have worked in the k-12 education setting (no limitation on discipline or role), and
3) self-report that they engage in anti-oppressive practice. Purposeful sampling was utilized to
identify initial participants who met the inclusion criteria (n = 8). Snowball sampling was then
used to increase the sample size, as the initial eight participants referred additional colleagues
who met the inclusion criteria to participate in the study. Ultimately, a total of 25 individuals met
the inclusion criteria and completed key informant interviews.
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Participants’ years of experience in education ranged from one to 22 years, with a mean
of five years. Participants worked in a variety of school roles. Fourteen identified as teachers,
five were school social workers, one was a music therapist, one was a school counselor, one was
a psychologist, and three were administrators. Ethnic backgrounds of participants varied.
Thirteen (52%) identified as White, six (24%) identified as Black, five (20%) identified as
Latinx, and one (4%) identified as Native American. Twenty participants (80%) identified as
female and five participants (20%) identified as male.
Measures and Data Collection
Measures consisted of a written demographic form and a semi-structured interview
protocol. The protocol’s questions asked participants to reflect on how they defined antioppressive practice, give examples of anti-oppressive practice, and discuss the reactions they
have received. Examples of questions included: 1) What do you consider to be anti-oppressive
work in K-12 education? 2) Do you practice anti-oppressive work? How? What does this look
like in your daily practice? All participants were emailed a description of the research study, a
consent form, and the semi-structured interview protocol prior to the scheduled interview.
All individual interviews were conducted by the second author and took place in person,
via Skype, or via telephone. Upon receiving verbal consent, the participant completed the
demographic form and the audio-recorded interview began. Interviews lasted approximately 45
minutes to 2.5 hours. Participants were offered $25 for their time.
Analysis
All interview transcripts were uploaded to Atlas.ti, qualitative data analysis software, for
the purposes of data management. Deterding and Waters’ (2018) flexible coding approach was
utilized for data analysis. Flexible coding is rooted in the assumption that qualitative research is
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always in conversation with existing theory and previous empirical findings; thus, the approach
allows for a combination of inductive and deductive analysis throughout the analytic process
(Deterding & Waters, 2018).
In the first stage of data analysis, the authors applied broad index codes to the data to
organize large chunks of text by topic. Examples of index codes included anti-oppressive
practice examples, microaggressions, and allyship. Within this process, the authors wrote
respondent memos for each transcript as well as cross-case analysis memos to reflect pertinent
ideas that apply across transcripts. Discrepancies in index coding between the two authors were
discussed and resolved before proceeding to the second stage of coding. At the completion of the
initial stage of coding, the authors had applied 16 index codes to the data.
In the second stage of data analysis, analytic codes were applied to the text. Analytic
codes relate to the specific research question(s) and/or concepts that can be addressed in a
singular paper. Deterding and Waters (2018) recommend only applying analytic codes to the
indexed text that is relevant for a specific research question or paper. Thus, the authors applied
analytic codes to text that indexed as anti-oppressive practice examples and risks of engaging in
anti-oppressive practice. Examples of analytic codes related to anti-oppressive practice
examples included: empowering students, challenging oppression, and calling out
oppression/challenging oppressive discourse. Examples of analytic codes related to risks of
engaging in anti-oppressive practice included: risks to calling out colleagues, risks to changing
the curriculum, as well as risks to challenging students and parents.
During the process of applying analytic codes, the authors noted that the practice and risk
of calling out and challenging oppressive discourse with colleagues were prominent themes in
participants’ interviews, often arising without direct probing by the interviewer. Based on this
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discovery, the authors chose to focus this paper on further exploring how participants described,
engaged in, and experienced this type of anti-oppressive activity.
Positionality of the Researchers
Before presenting the results of this study, it is important to acknowledge the
positionality of the researchers and the inevitable impact researcher positionality has on our
analysis and conclusions. The first author is a White, U.S.-born citizen, heterosexual, cis-gender
female scholar whose teaching and research interests include identifying and addressing social
and moral injustice within the public education and child welfare systems. Her practice
experience includes 11 years as a school social worker in K-5 public schools. The second author
also identifies as a White, U.S.-born citizen, heterosexual, cis-gender female scholar whose
teaching and research interests are focused on structural inequities across systems. In addition to
other clinical practice experience, she worked as a school social worker in an ECE-5 school for
three years.
Our personal and professional identities present strengths and barriers to the data analysis
process. Having experience in K-12 education, we are both familiar with the language,
structures, and common practices in the U.S. public education system. This knowledge helped to
facilitate in-depth interviews and a greater depth of understanding of the oppression and
responses to oppression that participants discussed. However, our professional experiences also
meant that we came into this research with clear ideas about the types of oppression we
witnessed during our time in K-12 education and the ways we responded (or failed to respond)
that inherently contributed to how we interpreted the narratives shared by the participants.
As researchers with numerous dominant social identities (all but our female gender) who
engage in research on oppression in education, we also acknowledge the need to critically reflect
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on our lenses and how they might impact the way data we collected and our interpretations. For
example, although many of our respondents were People of Color, all of the interviews were
conducted by a White researcher, which may have impacted the types of examples shared by
Participants of Color and the way those narratives were told. Our privileged identities allowed us
to avoid most experiences of oppression while we were both students and professionals in K-12
education, thus our analyses lack an emic perspective that can only come from lived experience.
Ongoing memo-taking and discussions about the data and our interpretations ultimately aided in
navigating our identities in relation to the data. Reflection on our own perceptions of the data and
how scholars with different social and professional identities might perceive the same material
strengthened our understanding of the data. We also actively discussed areas of bias and how our
individual lenses influence our views and understandings.
Results
None of the questions in the interview protocol specifically asked about exercising voice
or challenging colleagues or administrators about oppressive beliefs or practices. However, of
the 25 participants in the study, 16 named speaking out to colleagues and/or administrators as an
example of how they engaged in anti-oppressive practice. This section focuses on the responses
from these 16 participants. Demographic information for these participants can be found in Table
2.
Participants used a variety of terms that described exercising voice, including “calling
out,” (White female social worker), “challenging. . .pushing back” (Black male teacher),
“bringing up” (White male school psychologist), and “speaking up and not being compliant”
(Latina female teacher). The following results illustrate how participants exercised voice with
colleagues and administrators, as well as the perceived risks that influenced their approaches.
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Exercising Voice while being “Cautious” & “Covert”
The act of exercising voice can be a strategy of confrontation, as the speaker is directly
challenging a practice or idea that they oppose. Hirschman (1970) warned that “voice . . . can be
overdone” (p. 31) if members “become so harassing that their protests would at some point
hinder rather than help” (p. 31) whatever changes they are promoting. Seemingly in line with
Hirschman’s view, many participants in this study used language that suggests a need to avoid
conflict and be cautious when confronting colleagues or administrators regarding racially
oppressive beliefs or practices.
Jennifer, a 36-year-old, White, female social worker, explained, “I try to get little
teachable moments for teachers if they say something that seems a little out of line and try to get
by in that way without being confrontational. . .I am more covert.” Jennifer explained her reason
for selecting this approach: “I feel like a lot of the White teachers can’t hear it that [more direct,
confrontational] way, so I tend to more slowly infiltrate.” Peggy, a 38-year-old, White, female
support staff member, also stated that she uses a “non-confrontational approach” when talking
with colleagues who she has witnessed engage in micro-aggressions towards students of color.
Kate, age 42, another White female social worker, used the words “gently” and “nonthreatening” to describe how she tried to talk with colleagues about their cultural biases and their
impact on students. She explained that she used this strategy to avoid colleagues’ “defenses”
being raised or making them feel “especially challenged.”
According to Hirschman’s (1970) theory, a cautious approach employed by participants
could be seen as strategic and serving of the ultimate goal of changing the racist behaviors and
perspectives of colleagues. However, this cautious approach is also a clear illustration of
Leonardo and Porter’s (2010) argument that white supremacy demands that dialogue about race
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and oppression take place “in a ‘safe’ environment” (p. 139) that preserves “white humanity at
the expense of people of color” (p. 140). By approaching colleagues gently or indirectly,
participants, even if inadvertently, prioritize the need for White people to avoid looking racist,
and undermine the main purpose of engaging in discussions that challenge racism and other
forms of oppression — which is dismantling white supremacy (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2014).
According to Leonardo and Porter (2010), “pedagogies that tackle racial power will be most
uncomfortable for those who benefit from that power” (pp. 139-140). Whereas Hirschman warns
that being seen as too “harassing,” when exercising voice may hinder the work for change,
Matias & Mackey (2016) argue that a failure to truly engage with the problematic emotional
reactions of White teachers to anti-racist ideas and pedagogy leaves White teachers emotionally
unprepared to undertake racial justice in their teaching. Zembylas (2018) asserts that “white
discomfort” in educational spaces is not solely an individual emotion, but rather a “social and
political affect that is part of the production and maintenance of white colonial structures and
practices” (p. 86). If in exercising voice, educators prioritize the comfort and emotional
experiences of their White and privileged colleagues, they do so at the direct expense of the
students and families for whom they believe they are advocating for. Rather than illustrating the
anti-oppressive practice they believe they are engaging in, participants are reproducing the
colonialism and white supremacy of their schools.
In the previous examples, the participants who shared their cautious approaches were
White women. However, three Black female participants and a Black male participant also
discussed a need to be cautious when speaking with colleagues about oppression. Anna, a 33year-old, Black, female administrator, explained that, “I had to call them out on a very tight rope
in that I couldn’t throw folks under the bus. I had to be cautious with how I called out.” Ciara, a
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30 year-old, Black, female teacher, described how her administrators dismissed her when she
spoke out in a staff meeting about what she perceived as racially biased disciplinary practices.
Ciara explained that the experience made her realize a need for caution. She stated, “I need to be
a little more strategic about how I go about it. Maybe not bring it up in a meeting.” Similar to the
White female participants, Ciara felt that a more careful or strategic approach would allow her
message to be better received. However, unlike her White counterparts, Ciara based this belief
on a specific negative experience with direct confrontation. White participants spoke more
hypothetically, assuming that their colleagues would be defensive, challenged, and unwilling to
listen when directly called out on biases and oppressive practices.
In contrast to the White participants, for many of the Black participants, the decision to
be indirect and cautious in their discussions of racial oppression with White colleagues and
administrators was motivated not only by a hope that this would result in their message being
more readily received, but also by a need for their own of self-preservation within a racist and
oppressive system. As Brandon, a 28-year-old, Black, male teacher explained, “We are inside of
an oppressive umbrella so we have to navigate the system.” Ciara explained, “I think sometimes
I play the being nice thing quite a bit because maybe if I say it with a smile or if I soften the blow
a little bit by being really, really nice and being almost fake with this person, that I won’t get the
same type of [negative] response.” Additionally, unlike the study’s White participants, Ciara was
keenly aware of how her tactic of “being really nice” and “almost fake” when trying to confront
colleagues on oppression, played into white supremacy. She explained, “It makes me feel bad
that I’ve had to play fake. Like, maybe I’m part of the problem too. I’ll think ‘Now you’re
playing into this game.’ So, it’s this constantly like ‘Am I selling out?’ So, I do a lot of beating
myself up.”
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There is no shortage of literature demonstrating that Educators of Color face significant
backlash when they attempt to talk about racism, even in general terms, with their White
colleagues and/or students (e.g. Rodriguez, 2009; Williams & Evans-Winters, 2005; Yoon,
2019). Even when not attempting to directly confront racist practices and beliefs in their schools,
Educators of Color report feeling alienated (Quiocho & Rios, 2000), over-scrutinized (Kohli,
2018), and lacking support from their administrators (Ingersoll & Connor, 2009). Thus, whereas
the cautious approach of White participants in this study could be considered an example of
enacting whiteness, by reinforcing expectations for White comfort and assumptions of White
virtuousness, the Black participants’ choices can be seen more deeply as a strategy of selfpreservation, allowing them to attempt to engage in anti-oppressive practice while working in an
inherently hostile environment.
Costs of Exercising Voice
Hirschman (1970) argued that exercising voice to change an organization is costly for
members because of the time and money often required to attempt changing organizational
policies and practices. We argue that additional costs to exercising voice include the social,
emotional, and professional risks for the individual speaker. Participants described being
cautious and non-confrontational as a strategy to successfully convey their message or alter their
colleagues’ oppressive beliefs or behaviors. Participants also discussed how the personal and
professional risks of addressing oppression influence their approaches. Participants discussed
how speaking up to colleagues and administrators about racial oppression put them at risk of
social isolation in their schools. Participants used words, including “shunned,” “alienated,”
“alone,” “ostracized” and “seen as an outsider,” to describe the potential social outcomes of
confronting colleagues about oppression. Gayle, a 46-year-old, White, female teacher, described
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this type of social isolation as an inevitable part of engaging in anti-oppressive work with
colleagues:
What if you’re wildly successful at fighting oppression? What does that look like? It
looks like the community hates you because the community likes oppression, so if you’re
doing the work, like really doing anti-oppressive work, you’re pushing back on people.
You’re not making people happy.
Social connection and support are important in most work places, but perhaps especially
in a high stress context like K-12 education. Holly, a 28-year-old, White female teacher,
explained her fear that calling out her colleagues would result in losing a support system she
relied on: “How far do you push your friends and support system away? Because there would be
some days where I would be so stressed out that I would just go sit in my friend’s room during
my plan period and I would cry and we would just talk it out. So that’s a support you don’t want
to lose.” This statement is another illustration of how whiteness is operationalized in the
education context. Although Holly identifies herself as an anti-oppressive educator, she is
unwilling to risk losing her social connections by openly confronting racist practices, even if
those connections are with colleagues who are enacting harm to Students of Color.
Whereas the White participants focused on the risk of social isolation that comes from
confronting their colleagues about racism, Participants of Color discussed how speaking out
threatened how others perceived their identities. For example, Participants of Color described
how racist, stereotypical labels, such as “angry Black person” or “angry Person of Color,” could
be applied to them if they were to openly challenge racist practices in their schools. Anna, a 33year-old Black female administrator, told of her experience when she advocated against a
student’s expulsion:

17
I put my foot down and said, “Deciding to push him out of school is allowing a child to
slip through the cracks and I just don’t think that is okay and I think we really need to
reconsider this.” I got really passionate. The feedback came back a couple of days later
that I was too angry. And, so, this whole perception of an angry Black woman who
actually is just passionate about kids . . .was totally misconstrued based on this image that
others have of Black women in leadership.
Edgar, a 48-year-old, Latino, special education teacher, explained how he had to keep his
racial identity and others’ perceptions of that identity in mind when he considered how to speak
out about racial oppression. He noted that he risked being negatively perceived: “Being a man of
color, it could come across as I’m angry, or I’m pissed, or I’m just whiney, or I’m blaming.”
Brandon, a 28-year-old, Black, male teacher, echoed this experience and explained that “as a
minority, you are always at risk of being labeled just an angry Black person,” which allows
others to diminish your input and ignore your voice. As Anna explained, the risk of racist
stereotyping caused her to “constantly have this internal battle of how do I as a Black female
educator activist speak up, but speak up in a way that I am not only heard, but what I am saying
is valued and I am not taking others’ perceived biases on me and my identity does not impact
what I am saying. This is a constant struggle I go with and experience.”
Finally, participants across races discussed the risk of losing their job or increased
difficulties in assigned or delegated duties if they exercised their voice in a way deemed too
confrontational or challenging. This is especially true if their commentary was directed towards
administrators. Most participants’ fear of potential job loss was hypothetical. However, an
administrator threatened one participant, Felicia, a 29-year-old, Latina teacher. She noted the
consequence as clear and direct: “If I kept speaking out I was going to get fired.” Ciara, a 30-
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year-old Black female teacher, said that even if a teacher not fired for speaking out about
oppressive beliefs and practices, administrators have the power to make decisions that negatively
impact one’s work experiences:
You know, not letting me go to conferences that I may want to go to . . .maybe they’ll
start coming and observing my classroom every single day. Maybe they’ll just turn my
life in that school super painful so that I don’t want to come or I don’t want to speak up. I
think they’ll just make my life at the school pretty terrible.
Exercising Voice by “Naming the Problem”
Two participants, Gayle, a 46-year-old White female teacher, and Diana, a 40-year-old
Black female teacher, offered an alternative perspective on exercising voice. Diana and Gayle
both opt for direct approaches when calling out oppression in their schools. Similar to the other
participants, they both recognized that directly confronting oppressive practices and ideologies
makes their colleagues uncomfortable. However, unlike the other participants, their approach to
addressing oppression focused less on any need to make their colleagues feel comfortable and
more on the need to directly and consistently address the oppression. In fact, both participants
stressed the importance of using words that often make White people and members of dominant
groups uncomfortable. Gayle explained her directness in talking with colleagues about such
matters: “I don’t hesitate to say there’s white supremacy and I think that’s a pretty radical thing
to say . . . in an education setting.” Naming racism as white supremacy is what Kitts (2018)
refers to as “the first critical pedagogical action” (p. 79) that can begin the work at
deconstructing the White supremacist ideology that dominates education settings.
Diana worked at a school that had both Spanish language and English language
programs. The majority of the Spanish language program students were Latinos from immigrant
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families and the English language program students were African American and Latinos from
non-immigrant families. Diana continually raised the issue of the resulting racial segregation she
saw happening in the school:
Instead of saying, “Oh there’s [the Spanish-speaking students], there’s [the non-Spanishspeaking students,]” but actually saying our school is segregated. So, every time it comes
up I say those words. Our school is segregated based on race.
Although neither Gayle nor Diana spoke of being cautious or careful when they
confronted their colleagues, they both recognized that their approaches are effective because of
the social capital they hold in their respective schools. Specifically, they have established
themselves as experienced, skilled educators and have cultivated positive and supportive
relationships with many of their colleagues. This type of social capital may contribute to their
ability to more directly address oppression. Gayle explained why her colleagues were able to
listen to and consider her sometimes “radical” ideas regarding racist and homophobic practices
in her school: “My colleagues know that I am very loving in general toward them.” In addition to
relying on loving relationships with her colleagues, Gayle articulated how having a generally
humble and caring attitude when approaching colleagues proved helpful in gaining their trust and
led to willingness in engaging with her ideas:
I try not to come off with that arrogant, “I know better. You don’t,” that is usually really
common in us White people. I try to kind of come off with, “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.
Here’s another way to think about it.” I think generally people do perceive me as maybe a
little bit of a pain in the ass sometimes, but not harmful, not that destructive force where
I’m just going to shut everything down.
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When discussing her work in directly confronting oppression, Diana described, at length,
a strong partnership she developed with another teacher. Diana taught an English-speaking class
(comprised of Latino and African American students) and her colleague instructed a class for
Latinx Spanish-speaking students. Diana described how the two teachers regularly disrupted the
school’s structural segregation by combining classes for field trips and during recess and lunch
periods, while also taking turns instructing each other’s classes. The two teachers also spent
significant time discussing the biased beliefs in the school, such as the claim that the African
American students were behavioral problems while the Latino students were not, and
strategizing ways to confront these false stereotypes.
Both Gayle and Diana also stressed the significance of consistently calling out
oppression. When referring to her school’s Spanish-speaking and English-speaking segregation
of students, Diana explained, “It’s been this constant message about the way we phrase things
and say things that makes people go, ‘Hmmm, maybe we should do something about that.’”
Diana’s approach echoes Kitts’ (2018) argument, rooted in Vygotsky’s work on the relationship
between thinking and speech, that consistently engaging in critical discourse related to race and
whiteness “creates a cognitive model for an anti-racist white identity, which develops
dialectically in the individual and in the social context” (p. 77). Gayle acknowledged that her
ongoing activism and outspokenness sometimes caused tension between her and her colleagues.
However, she suggested that the consistency of her advocacy and her insistence on naming
oppression directly probably helped her colleagues adapt more to having uncomfortable
conversations: “I’m so persistently saying and doing things that now I think colleagues have
gotten a little bit thicker skin about it.” This development of a “thicker skin” reflects what Matias
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& Mackey (2016) refer to as the emotional security needed by White teachers to undertake
ongoing antiracist teaching and practice.
Discussion
The results of this study illustrate a contradiction between most participants’ decision to
exercise voice to counter racially oppressive discourse and their decision to use “cautious,”
“gentle” and obtuse language and approaches when engaging in this type of anti-oppressive
work. Fairclough (1992) writes that discourse “contributes to reproducing society . . . as it is, yet
also contributes to transforming society” (p. 65). The decision to exercise voice demonstrates a
desire to disrupt existing social structures and practices through discourse. However, the decision
to soften one’s approach so that White colleagues are not offended reproduces the existing social
hegemony of white supremacy. Fairclough (1992) argues that hegemony does not solely consist
of one social group exerting dominance over a subordinate group through brute force, but also
involves “constructing alliances, and integrating rather than simply dominating subordinate
classes, through concessions or through ideological means, to win their consent” (p. 92). The
decision to cater to the discursive needs of White colleagues to protect what DiAngelo (2018)
refers to as “white fragility” exemplifies how self-identified anti-oppressive educators make
concessions to and reproduce white supremacy in their schools.
Critical scholars of education argue that a failure to directly name racism and how it
operates structurally within the education context will thwart attempts at creating more just and
equitable education systems (e.g. Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Galloway et al., 2020; Irby & Clark,
2018; Welton et al., 2019). Whiteness works to maintain white supremacy and “White-centric
power structures” (Welton et al., 2019, p. 629) that perpetrate racial inequalities. Thus, if

22
educators attempt to exercise voice against racism while simultaneously privileging the demands
of whiteness, can their actions be truly considered “anti-oppressive?”
The education scholar and activist, Bettina Love (2019a), offers an alternative to a
cautious approach to anti-racism using the framework of abolition. In describing this approach,
Love (2019b) states: “Abolitionist teaching tries to restore humanity for kids in schools.
Abolitionist teachers are willing to put their reputation, home, and lives on the line for other
people's children” (para. 1). Love (2019b) specifically names “calling out other teachers who are
racist, homophobic, or Islamophobic” (para. 2) as a key method of abolitionist teaching. By
exercising voice with their colleagues and supervisors, the participants, Gayle and Diana, are
engaging in abolition. Their decisions to challenge their colleagues demonstrate a refusal to
submit to an oppressive system and a sense of responsibility for what happens beyond their
individual classroom walls.
The decision of how to exercise voice must be considered within the context of power.
Common sources of power in a school setting include one’s professional role, with
administrators typically holding more power than teaching staff, and the length of tenure in that
role, with more experienced educators holding more power than those recently hired or new to
the profession. In this study, only one of the 16 participants was an administrator, and her
responses did not differ meaningfully from the other participants. Additionally, although the
years of experience among the participants ranged from 1 to 22 years, our analysis did not
uncover a pattern suggesting that more experienced participants exercised voice differently than
those who were less experienced.
One source of power that we identified as playing a role in how participants exercised
voice was power related to social capital. Bourdieu (1986) conceptualized social capital as the
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resources and benefits an individual accrues from their social relationships. In order to build
social capital, individuals must invest in their relationships with time, care, attention, and general
goodwill (Ihlen, 2005). The resulting social capital then enables individuals to gain power that
can be used for personal advantage and advancement. Both Gayle and Diana, the two teachers
who took a direct approach in challenging racism among their colleagues, had cultivated
positive, caring and supportive relationships with their colleagues over time. The social capital
that resulted from their actions gave them the power to not only speak out but to believe that
their speaking out would be accepted, or at least tolerated, by their colleagues and might
contribute to the goal of creating a more anti-racist school environment. Thus, in this instance,
we can think of social capital not as a tool for achieving individual advancement, as theorized by
Bourdieu (Claridge, 2015a) but as a way for individual actions to advance the public good
(Claridge, 2015b). This understanding reflects the conceptualization of American sociologist
James Coleman (1988), who defined social capital as a collective asset that leads to group
benefits (Claridge, 2015b). Building off Coleman’s work, the American political scientist,
Robert Putnam (2001), defined social capital as “the features of social organization, such as
networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate action and cooperation for mutual benefit,” (para. 4).
Examining Gayle & Diana’s actions through Putnam’s social capital lens raises the question of
whether they were able to directly address their colleagues’ racist ideas and behaviors because of
the individual social capital they possessed or because they worked in school communities
characterized by high social capital (i.e. trust, reciprocity, and cooperation).
When considering how power shapes the act of exercising of voice, we must also
consider how power is derived from racial identify in a white supremacist society. It is critical to
note that Participants of Color and White participants employed cautious approaches in their use
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of voice for some divergent key reasons. The majority of both White participants and
Participants of Color discussed the need to communicate about oppression in a way that would
not upset their White colleagues so that dialogue would remain open and their relationships
would remain positive. However, Participants of Color also spoke of a need to proceed with
caution for self-protection within an oppressive system that could, and in some cases already
had, invoked specific professional and personal consequences against them. This distinction
highlights how the potential consequences of exercising voice are much higher for People of
Color. Ironically, despite the fact that it is White people who often claim that discussions of
oppression, particularly racial oppression, are “dangerous and violent” (DiAngelo & Sensoy,
2014, p. 107) the reality is that any direct challenge to the hegemony of whiteness will always
hold the most serious risks to physical, emotional, and economic safety for People of Color.
This reality highlights the particular responsibility of White educators to exercise voice in
confronting racist beliefs and practices among their colleagues and throughout their school
communities. Critical race scholars have argued that when given the opportunity to engage in
actions that promote equality and racial justice, many White people fail to do so, particularly if
those actions do not benefit them (Allen & Liou, 2019; Bell, 1980; Lipsitz 1998). Again and
again, Whites opt for “the rewards of an investment in Whiteness,” and “this failure to trade their
investment in Whiteness for humanizing racial and educational justice for all permeates
schooling” (Allen & Liou, 2019, pp. 680-681). From this lens, White educators’ failure to speak
up about racism in their schools or their decision to speak cautiously and indirectly is understood
as an active choice to uphold and reproduce white supremacy (Fuller & Meiners, 2020).
Foucault (1971) argues that the power of a dominant discourse resides in what it demands
go unsaid. A counter example to the main findings of this study was the direct and disruptive
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discourse used by two participants to challenge oppressive practices in their schools. In these
cases, the participants intentionally used terms like “white supremacy” and “segregation,” which
are often prohibited (Foucault, 1971) in race dialogues. By “speaking the unspeakable” (Kitts,
2018, p. 80), these participants used discourse to directly threaten the dominant power structure
in their schools, and thereby engaged in what Fairclough (1992) refers to as “hegemonic
struggle” (p. 94).
The findings of this study must be considered within the context of limitations in the
available data. Participants were selected through purposeful and snowball sampling techniques,
in which they self-reported that they engaged in anti-oppressive practice. Some participants may
have self-identified as anti-oppressive but this self-perception many not reflect the reality of their
professional practice. As previously mentioned, the focus of the larger study was on antioppressive practices in general, and not specifically on anti-oppressive discourse or exercising
voice. The question of how anti-oppressive educators exercise voice developed inductively
through analytic coding (Deterding & Waters, 2018) of all completed interviews. No questions
related to exercising voice were asked explicitly of participants and the authors were unable to
conduct additional interviews with participants to probe the research question more directly.
Thus, this paper represents a preliminary exploration of how educators exercise voice and engage
in anti-oppressive discourse with their colleagues.
Future research should include both empirical studies and theory development. It is clear
that Hirschman’s (1970) framework is insufficient in fully explaining when, how, and why
educators confront their colleagues about racist beliefs, practices, and policies, as it omits the
impact of social and economic factors, both in terms of the individual educators and the wider
educational context. However, current theories of discourse (e.g. Foucault, 1971; Fairclough,
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1992) anti-oppressive education (e.g. Kumashiro), and critical pedagogy (e.g. Friere, 1970) do
not specifically address the act of exercising voice, of engaging in direct verbal discourse to
challenge oppression with one’s colleagues. Understanding how educators can effectively
communicate with each other regarding racial oppression while dismantling White supremacy is
critical to promote more just, equitable, and transformative schools.
Conclusion
The feminist scholars, Laura Fuller and Erica R. Meiners (2020), argue that “every
engagement with others is a place to work against oppression” (p. 266). The findings from this
study illustrate the fine line many educators walk as they engage with colleagues in confronting
racist beliefs and practices while also preserving their relationships with them. In this sense,
some participants appeared to be living out their social justice ideals while simultaneously
compromising them. However, these compromises must be considered within the context of a
system that often discourages, if not punishes, the use of educator voice to promote racial equity
in their schools and the potential consequences of exercising voice are particularly high for
Educators of Color.
We echo Love’s (2019b) call for abolition. We contend that a more cautious approach
allows for the continued marginalization of students. The power of racial injustice and
oppression renders it unlikely that a cautious voice, no matter how well-intentioned, will truly
result in change. Educators must act with the courage inherent in an abolitionist approach if they
want to achieve social and racial justice for their students, colleagues, and communities.
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Table 1
Participant Demographics
Sample
(n = 25)
Characteristics

percentage (n)

Gender
Male
Female
No Gender Listed

20% (5)
80% (20)
0

White

52% (13)

Black

24% (6)

Latinx

20% (5)

Native American

4 % (1)

Asian American

0

Multi-Racial

0

Race

Years Working in
Education

Mean = 5
Median = 7.5
Range: 1-22 years

Role
Gen Ed Teachers

44% (11)

School Social Workers

20% (5)

Special Ed Teachers

12% (3)

Administrators

12% (3)

School Counselor

4% (1)

Music Therapist

4% (1)

School Psychologists

4% (1)
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Table 2
Demographics & Pseudonyms for Participants Who Discussed Exercising Voice as
Anti-Oppressive Practice (n = 16)
Pseudonym

Gender

Race

Age

Role

Anna

Female

Black

33

Administrator

Brandon

Male

Black

28

Gen Ed Teacher

Ciara

Female

Black

30

Gen Ed Teacher

Diana

Female

Black

40

Gen Ed Teacher

Edgar

Male

Latino

48

Special Ed Teacher

Felicia

Female

Latina

29

Gen Ed Teacher

Gayle

Female

White

46

Gen Ed Teacher

Holly

Female

White

28

Gen Ed Teacher

Iris

Female

White

23

Special Ed Teacher

Jennifer

Female

White

36

School Social Worker

Kate

Female

White

42

School Social Worker

Laura

Female

White

30

School Social Worker

Maura

Female

White

41

School Social Worker

Nora

Female

White

25

School Counselor

Owen

Male

White

35

School Psychologist

Peggy

Female

White

38

Support Staff

